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the practical attitude of 
the leisured and educated classes 
towards the nursery. 

By Mrs. Edward Sieveking. 

(Continued f?om page 657.^ 

A WELL-KNOWN French writer has declared that the whole 
drift of a child's character is determined by the time he is 
seven years old : “ Give me the child for the first seven 
years (as a famous Church dignitary said), and he will 
be a Jesuit all his life.” Is it possible to over-estimate 
the meaning of these words to the parents ? And yet 
most of the women in society to-day are certainly giving 
over the charge of these first seven years of their children’s 
lives into the hands of others— paid substitutes. What is 
more important to the child than its first environment, its 
first impression of life r Ihey colour the whole of life, one 
would be tempted to think, and this being so, how can we let 
any chance, hap-hazard survey of life be made on the white 
unsketched-out map of the child's future— (because of course 
the future is to a great extent sketched out m the early days 
of life) — by some ignorant hap-hazard nurse or nursemai . 
And here I must add, that I am not for a moment un er 
valuing the services which a good nurse does often or e 
children; some are absolutely self-sacrificing, some 
what to do in a crisis, and do it, when the mot er w 0 
never learnt her nursery “ABC stands by comp e e Y ^ 
plussed. And here comes in the pity of it, that t e 
should be content to miss for good and all, a t e 
intimate little duties in the nursery which are so co ^ 
and repaying to those who do them, a service w 1C ^gg/' 
pletely “blesses” her “ who gives” and the chih ^ tQ 
A mother, who also was nurse to her own children, s 
the other day, “I love the. attending to their ,, ^ fl( j 

there is so much besides that one can rub in the w 1 one 
that is just the gist of the whole matter the t m ^ ^tle 
“can rub in" with the daily physical f e ^ V ^^’ the “daily 
opportunities that drift daily to the mother s ee . dis' 
bread" of nursery life. The baby, as a ru ^ t ^ S res a re g iven 
criminating, and his first smiles, his first °y^ Le needs, 
to her who stands daily ministering to his 1 1 
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EDUCATED CLASSES & THE NURSERY. 717 

have, as we all have, I suppose, seen how little children 
1 cry for the nurse in preference to the mother, who, as 
of- a , no t, appears in the nursery but for a few minutes of 
Tdav, and then is no more seen by them. She, being 
* 6 v e ’ re d ” with “ much serving ” of the society demands 

fher day demands which call for a great sacrifice of her 

Le for little purpose. 

I was talking to an acquaintance the other day about this 
erv subject, and she differed widely from me as to what the 
mother should undertake for her children ; and after talking 
about it for some few minutes, the conversation drifted a 
little, she said, “I busy myself with my chickens: I always 
feed 'them myself and see to all their little requirements.” 
It struck me as irresistibly comic that anyone should gravely 
prefer being nurse to their chickens instead of to their babies. 

I know that many people insist that a wise supervision is 
better than actual practical nursery work. Of course, super- 
vision only, in some instances, notably, where the mother 
herself is unable through weak health to undertake the strain 
of the work, is the wisest plan ; but then to he successful it 
has to be really wise supervision. For what one may call an 
intimate supervision is a very difficult affair, unless the mother 
is her own head nurse ; and of course it is a sine qua non that 
she have help. 

Touching the remark that many people make a propos of 
supervision — that a wise supervision is better than the 
mother herself busying herself with practical wotk for her 
children— I should like to remind them that no one can 
supervise properly unless they have actually done the work 
they undertake to superintend. Now, how many ladies have 
done the work for the children which they so confident y 
supervise ? It seems to me that to superintend effectually, it 
is necessary to be constantly on the spot. In this connection 
consider the hours most women who live much in society, are, 
Perforce, away from the nursery : the mornings, shopping , 
the lunches at a friend’s house; the afternoon teas; 

^eatres, etc., when the supervision has to be in abeyance. 
ru_ \ ^ i have often 
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718 THE PRACTICAL ATTITUDE OF THE LEISURED 
will readily allow, I think. And 

be, the risk of a mistaken estimate of the nurse’s character-!, 
a misplaced confidence. 

Only the other day a friend of mine was telling me that a 
few years ago (her son and daughter are now almost grown 
up) she found out from an old servant, that long ago, wh^ n 
her children were babies, and she and her husband were i n 
the habit of going out nearly every evening, leaving them 
with perfect confidence in the nurse’s care, the nurse and 
all the .servants used regularly to go out : locked the children 
up in the nursery at the top of the house, and did not return 
till just before their master and mistress were expected home. 
And so, there were the children, left alone for hours together 
at the top of a big London house ; and an attack of croup, as 
everyone knows, may come on suddenly and unexpectedly, 
and in nine cases out of ten the attack occurs in the evening, 
and if not treated within a few hours must necessarily be 
fatal. Then again, a nurse, whom the mother had believed 
trustworthy, took her charge, a baby girl, into some stables 
where she had an acquaintance among the grooms, and the 
child caught glanders from one of the horses suffering from 
that complaint there, and died — for to a human being 
glanders is fatal in all cases, I believe. In another case, a 
clergyman told me, a nursemaid had been strongly recom 
mended to a lady by a certain charitable society most 
reprehensibly, for the sake of giving the girl a chance. 
The first Sunday morning she was left in charge o 1 
children at home, and all the family were at churc ,j\ I 
deliberately held the boy and girl — quite little chi ren 
front of the fire till their legs were badly burnt. ® ^ 

boy was rendered by this treatment a cripple for li e, a 
the little girl seriously injured lor years. ^ a ve 

I have given these instances simply because t 
come under my own notice lately ; but ol course one ^ eS 
easily multiply them, for the shady depths of some 
of nursery life need only to be stirred for dark shapes tQ 
to rise before one’s eyes. I only give the * ore ^ urlC |er 
illustrate my statement that such things can occ ^ ^ a $ 
what is considered to be, quite rationally by b ° me ^ en t pat 
a wise, careful supervision. Those are the gaS y lot 

supervision is “ off duty,” and when it is on y ^ ^ j n dee^ 
the unscrupulous nurse to do what she likes. ’ 
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and educated classes towards THE NURSERY. 719 


everyone who has tried the experiment knows how wide a 
gulf i s fi xec f between demonstration and practical work of 


any kind. Look at the difference between an occasional 
supervision of how things are going on, when one pays one’s 


accustomed visit, and everyone “ faces the music,” to when 
the house door shuts with a clang behind one, and one has 
turned the corner of the street, for then is the time for the 
lights to be turned down, and many things to occur that 
would considerably amaze the mistress of the house could 
she but see them ! Supervision is not the same effectual 
thing us the practical profession of the mother-nurse, who 
devotes herself, while the children are babies, to being 
continually on active service. But, at the same time, there 
are the dangers which, as usual in life, stand close beside 
the path of this as other things. Exaggeration in good 
inevitably merges into evil, which is the constant shadow 
dogging the good in this world. And nothing is more 
difficult than to know exactly the moment when one begins 
to step wide of the mark which is the boundary of the wise 
medium of the balance of duties. The mother must see to it 
that her own life is kept going as well as the life of the 
children — her mental life, of course, I mean. If she does 
not— if she lets everything go, for the sake of the nursery 
life, and practically sacrifices herself on its altar — she is in 
effect severing her future connection with the children, 
because when they want her later on she will probably have 
dropped out of their stride. She forgot that the interests 
which are hers now would be theirs, too, in the days that 
were coming, and that in those very interests they would 
nieet in the future on common ground when they had come 
lnto their inheritance of the mind. I heard of a case in 
Pomt a few days ago, when a mother having entirely given 
U P everything for her children as little children, when they 
^re growing up found herself, metaphorically speaking, left 


completely out in the cold, and this simply because she had 


dr op, one by one, all her own interests and pursuits, and 


n °w that her 


nothing left, in good 


nursery occupations were done with, she had 


ha s ° "'V suou re P a ' r > to take up instead. But if she 
an assistant nurse working with her, the mother surely 

half°h PP ° rtUni r eS ° f kee P in g up her own pursuits in her off 
‘‘'hours and in the evenings. 

now just a few worrit r , , • . r 

r ds from the mother s own point of 
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view with respect to the way the nursery works on her ; the 
way the practical handiwork reacts on herself. Many of Us 
have been forced to face problems, forced to acknowledge how 
insoluble and unsatisfactory they often are, and we have at 
length got with others to the block at the end of the path 
where the gate is shut on any further progress. And there 
are among us those who have proved how restful it is to get 
back as it were to the simple beginnings of things— to be 
simple with the simple — and to take one’s stand on the ground 
of practical manual work for the children. I suppose most 
of us have found how invigorating manual labour is when the 
mind is tired. And those who can do it, who are free to do it, 
find it what very few things in this world are— satisfactory 
and strengthening when it is work for one’s own children. 
There is nothing in all the world that grips one like the 
attraction of work, when once one has realized fully how 
work rescues one, as it were. There are many dead-level, 
drearv monotonous days for most of us, and nothing takes 
the sting of these out so effectually as work which leaves one 
no time for thought. Some of us have made mistakes in the 
past, and there is nothing in the world like a present wor 
to help one to forget a past mistake. And o ten vir ue 
goes out in the doing of one of the simple, every-day 
ings to the needs of one of His little ones, which can, pro ten., 
stop the pain of a persistent sorrow. , litt i e 

Certainly it seems self-evident that, wit ■ ° u _ „ 

personal services from the mother to her chi , one ^ ^ 
direct, immediate sympathetic contact is misse . 
work is tiring in one sense it is full of rest in ano ns 

is imperative in its call, and demands muc i o 1 r’ neW dis' 

the gates of an absolutely new world a u or L at its 

coveries and the study of human nature intim the 

earliest — a world of experience, too, whic on y 


close, faithful student of child-life. - n a pj a y 
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